Identify your message
Your message should incorporate your intent and the aims and the needs of your reader. Spend some time answering the three questions below before preparing your message.
What do I want to get across?
Know your intent. What is your reason for writing to this reader? What is their benefit in reading? Do you want to inform or persuade?
If you want to inform, give the reader a take-home message.
Example: For proven economic gain, the bottom line for control of soil erosion is cover, cover, cover! Contact your local Department of Agriculture to get your free guide: Cost effective erosion control on-farm.
If you want to persuade, include a call for action that encourages the reader to act in some way.
Example: Share in $15,000 and help us celebrate our 15 year anniversary. Send in your photos that capture the sense and spirit of Australia's landscapes, livelihoods and lifestyles.
What does my reader want to know?
Work out what benefit or outcome your reader would respond to and how you can best deliver it to them while still meeting your own needs.
What could the reader get wrong if my message is not clear?
Try to avoid misunderstanding by pre-empting what your reader could get wrong and stressing the correct information.
Example: If you're writing a fact sheet about a consultation process, your reader may think they have more power then they actually do. You need to stress what role they do have in decision-making. The government has already committed to constructing this dam. This consultation process will not change this fact. However, it will give you an opportunity to influence decisions about compensation. Knowing your reader's reading style will help you structure your writing. Some readers will read only the summary. Many will also read the introduction and the conclusion. Others may be interested in part of the detail and will scan for signposts to their area of interest. Include a table of contents and use headings to help the reader to easily find what they are looking for.
The summary may be your only opportunity to engage the busy reader and is therefore all important. It should contain your key messages, key benefit and a linking statement that encourages the reader to read on. It should be snappy and appealing.
Your conclusion will depend on your aim in writing-to inform or persuade. Many scientists think they should write only to inform. We encourage you to write to PERSUADE!
Writing to persuade
To write persuasively, use one or more of three rhetorical devices that have been used for thousands of years:
